they all had to spend long hours, day after day and month after month, sometimes for many years, meditating and praying unceasingly without any human comfort or contact. 4 Such practices have normally been considered as extreme examples of Christian self-discipline. Since the mortifĳication of the body in the hope of obtaining angelic substance while still upon earth was the declared aim of all monks, the idea of self-burial appears almost as self-evident and, consequently, has not attracted special attention. Asked why he treated his body so harshly, an early Christian ascetic replied: "I am killing it because it is killing me." 5 Living in graves must have served other purposes as well, reminding recluses of their mortal nature. "Shut yourself in a tomb," one of the desert fathers is reported to have advised his fellow-monks, "as though you were already dead, so that at all times you will think death is near." 6 It is furthermore conceivable that hermits who inhabited cemeteries had in mind Jesus' promise regarding the resurrection. As they had all read in the Gospel, the hour was approaching when the dead would hear the voice of the Son of God. Residents of graves were expected to hear it fĳirst and lead the way (John 5:25-8; cf. 1 Thess 4:15-7). It was thus easy to draw the conclusion that tombs were really privileged locations, making their inhabitants more perceptive than others. It was after all by Jesus' sepulchre that the pious women were encouraged by an angel to abandon all fear (Matt 28:1-5). 7 Further connotations were also available. No early Christian could forget that an empty tomb had served as proof of the resurrection. Signifĳicantly, a story circulating about Simon, the so-called Magus, clearly associated temporal burial with claims to immortality. To prove his divine nature, Simon was said to have asked his disciples to bury him alive. Unfortunately his expectation to rise upon the third day failed, as the story goes, for he was not the Christ. 8 Some courageous Christians were evidently hoping to
